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Hearing Impairment and Special Needs Provision: An English Perspective 

 

Speaker: , The University of Sheffield (BA Japanese)  

                   International Christian University (OYR) 

 

My Personal Background: 

 

 I was born deaf. I have lost almost all of my high frequency hearing and so wear hearing aids 

in both ears. Consequently, I can hear about twenty percent of speech. This means that I can hear mostly 

vowel sounds. I find consonants very difficult to hear and so lip-read in order to work out what people are 

saying to me. This means that in Japanese sounds which are very difficult for me to hear sounds such as, 

(chi),  (shi), (su) and (tsu) which are almost impossible to for me to distinguish.    

 

 My family has no history of deafness and so I was brought up in an English speaking 

environment. I attended a specialist primary school and secondary school where I learnt sign language but 

also had extensive speech therapy in order to improve my language skills.   

 

The kind of support I receive at my home institution (The University of Sheffield, UK): 

 

 The Government provides funding for disabled students to gain access to education. I use my 

funding in order to have a number of aids at university. I currently have: 

 

1) A Radio-Aid. This is a hearing device which transmits sound straight to my hearing aids. It is a 

one way receiver of sound and I give it to my teachers so I can hear them clearly. The radio aid 

also blocks out background noise and so I often use it in other places as well such as the canteen 

when I am with my friends.  

2) I have note-takers who write down everything that happens in the lessons to ensure that I do not 

miss anything.  

3) I find that One-to-One lessons are really useful to consolidate what I have leant and to check for 

mistakes and things have not heard correctly. 

4) I also have twenty five percent extra time in exams   

 

Sheffield University is well known in the UK for providing support for students with hearing impairment 

and is one of the main reasons why I chose to go there. 

 



My opinions of the support I receive from ICU: 

 

 Although the support system at ICU is not very advanced and there is limited specialist 

knowledge of the support deaf students need, my opinions of ICU are favorable. This is because all of the 

staff at ICU have been more than willing to help me and arrange an individual support system for me. 

This is the most important thing about special needs provision. It is the recognition that every disabled 

person is different and has different needs.    

 

Suggestions regarding support at ICU: 

 

Many Universities and schools in the UK have in recent years adopted ‘disabled-friendly-forms 

of teaching’. This is because it not only makes students and teachers more able to meet the needs of 

disabled students but also it is conducive to learning generally. Many things which you should do as a 

teacher of a deaf student, such as: 

1) Not turn your back on the pupils while talking  

2) Provide standardized handouts  

3) Reduce background noise levels 

These practices not only help students with special needs but also regular students as well. 

 

ICU needs to continue its personal approach to provision because this is one of its greatest 

strengths. However I feel it needs to match this with a more specialized knowledge of various disabilities 

in order to improve the service it provides to current and prospective students who have special needs.    

 

 



 

September 3, 2008 

 

During the spring of 2007 I remember being very stressed. Not only did I have to complete my 

second year of Japanese Studies at the University of Sheffield but I also had to apply for a year abroad 

placement. The stress stemmed from the fact that many Japanese universities appeared reluctant to accept 

me. This was due to my deafness.  

 

I was born severe to profoundly deaf in both ears. I have lost most of my high frequency hearing 

and can hear roughly 25% of speech.  I grew up in London to non-deaf parents, I wear hearing -aids in 

both ears and use other specialist equipment. My parents did not learn to use sign language and so I was 

brought up to be ‘oral’. Speech therapy and other specialist input from an early age helped me to become 

competent at speech.  

 

Although I do wear hearing aids, they cannot give you back the sound that you have lost. They 

are merely amplifiers of sound; consequently I rely on lip-reading in most of my day to day life. My 

friends soon realise that they have to be looking at me in order for me to be able to understand what they 

are saying. My lip-reading in English is good but I still have to ‘guess’ words and ‘fill in the blanks’. My 

competence in English is such that I am able to do this correctly most of the time. However I have found 

lip-reading and ‘filling in the blanks’ to be most challenging when learning a foreign language.  

 

I began studying Japanese at school. My school offered French, German and Japanese. 

Originally I chose to do French. However, it was too difficult for me because I found it had too many 

sounds in it that I could not hear.  German was also very difficult because although it was lower in 

frequency, many sounds are made using the back of the throat. This meant that lip-reading was impossible. 

Consequently I opted to do Japanese.  

 

Although Japanese was for me, the easiest of the three, I still find it difficult. Due to my hearing 

loss, high frequency sounds such as ‘chi’ ‘shi’ ‘tsu’ and ‘su’ are almost impossible to distinguish.  

 

Since primary school, while in lessons I use a radio-aid in addition to my hearing aids. This is a 

small device which the teacher wears around his or her neck. It picks up the teacher’s voice, amplifies it 

and then sends it (like a radio) directly to my hearing aids. The reason why it is useful is because the 

radio-aid can cut out unnecessary/background noise. At Sheffield University I used a radio aid in every 

lesson. I also had a note taker for all of my lessons which were lecture based.  

 



I was surprised to realise that in Japan it is rare for deaf people to have access to an integrated 

tertiary education. Sheffield University struggled to find me a placement for my year abroad but 

thankfully ICU said they were willing to support my needs and so September 1st 2007 saw me arrive on 

campus to take up residence at Second Men’s Dormitory.  

 

Within the first few days a meeting was set up between myself and the JLP department to 

discuss my needs. I am not sure what the JLP staff were expecting but I suspect that after that initial 

meeting they may have felt that providing me with support would be easier than they had anticipated. 

Although there was limited specialist knowledge within the department with regards to provision for deaf 

students, I was very impressed and thankful that the ethos of the department was such that staff were 

willing to both learn about my needs and also meet them in any way they could. At that meeting we set up 

the following system which would help me complete my course. All of my teachers would wear a radio 

aid in lessons. The teacher would wear it around his or her neck like a necklace and it would pick up the 

sound of their voice and transmit it directly to my hearing aids. I had brought my radio-aid from the UK 

and was responsible for looking after it, handing it to the teacher at the start of the lesson and to recharge 

the batteries in it every night. The radio aid had a big effect on my ability to understand what was going 

on in class and caused little disruption to the flow of teaching or to the class. Initially this technology 

caused a bit of a stir but soon everyone in the class grew accustomed to it.  

 

Obviously the section of the course that posed the biggest problem for me was the listening 

aspect. In the first term the class watched the film “My Neighbour Totoro” . I tried to 

watch it but due to it being anime, I found it impossible to follow. Not being able to lip-read an animated 

character meant that I had to concentrate very hard to try and catch what was being said. We also had a 

class that involved listening to a tape. This was also very difficult for me and I would often come out of 

the class feeling very tired due to concentrating so hard and frustrated due to often getting all of the 

answers wrong. It was decided that it was not fair to make me participate in the anime film class and that 

it would be better to focus on other areas instead. Consequently for two lessons a week I had out of class, 

one-to-one support instead. In these classes which were with final year ICU Students, I would go over the 

work I had done in class and query things I found hard or might have missed. One of our exams was based 

on reading aloud in Japanese. I found that these lessons were very useful for improving my pronunciation 

of certain sounds and to help establish a normal reading speed.  

 

In the UK deaf students get extra time for completing their exams and this was another thing 

that ICU implemented. Although I did find accessing the course difficult I was anxious that the help I 

received was not disproportionate to my needs. I do not think that this was the case and with the support I 

received I was able to experience the JLP Intensive language course in the same way as anyone else. It 

was a very strenuous course and the support I received certainly did not mean I was ‘coasting’ through it. 



Although I had extra support, I feel that I also put in the level of effort required by my teachers.          

 

Obviously deaf education at a tertiary level is a two way street. The deaf student, as well as the 

institution, both have to make an effort if an integrated education system is going to work. An integrated 

form of education fails if one side is unwilling to co-operate with and understand, the others point of view. 

On the side of the university this means realising that each disabled student will have different needs and 

require an education package that is tailored to them. The student also has an obligation to realise that 

they cannot have everything and should accept that they must not rely on extra support to carry them 

through a course.  

 

I feel that my success at ICU is evidenced by the unique support package that was put in place 

for me and by my completion of the year.  

 

I hope that my experience at ICU inspires other hearing impaired students to consider the 

possibilities of integrated tertiary education in Japan. I also hope that ICU realise that they have the ability 

to not only to provide this kind of service but to provide it well. For many, the experience of a year abroad 

is one they never forget. My year abroad was certainly unforgettable. I suppose one of the things that 

makes me cherish my memories of ICU is that I realise just how lucky I was to be accepted. ICU could 

have easily dismissed my application as being too much ‘trouble’. Luckily they gave me a chance. I hope 

that ICU realise how grateful I am for that chance and how effective the support they provided actually 

was. I hope that ICU explore the possibility of accepting hearing impaired students in the future and 

expanding the services available to them. I found ICU to be a great university and it would be a shame if 

others could not experience it solely due to being deaf. 

 

I would like to take this opportunity to thank all those at ICU who were involved in my 

everyday education and support needs during my year abroad. This includes all of my teachers, student 

assistants and the head of the Japanese Language Programme. I hope I did not disappoint you and am 

indebted for all the effort you put into my education during my year in Japan.       

 

 

 

Joseph Rees 

BA Japanese: The University of Sheffield (UK) 

OYR 2007/8 International Christian University (Japan) 

 




